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Australia might be called the paradise of mediocrity and the grave of genius 
(1901 NSW Attorney General) 
 
School readiness and age of entry to formal schooling have long been topics 
of controversy within Australia and worldwide.  Thus, when early entry to 
school is proposed as one of the ways of catering for young gifted children, 
the issues of readiness for school and the child’s age are central to arguments 
both for and against early entry to school.  For example, while a proponent 
of early entry may argue that a gifted child should be placed with the most 
suitable peer group irrespective of the child’s age, a critic of early entry may 
argue that a peer group is determined by the child’s age.  Early entry is a 
particularly complex issue in Australia.  The option of early entry is 
determined at the state level and the requirements vary from establishing a 
child’s high standard of performance relative to their age peers to 
establishing that to deny the child early entry will create a situation of 
disadvantage.  While early entry is a topic of interest to parents, children, 
teachers, principals, counsellors, educators, policy makers and professional 
developers, it can be difficult to make informed decisions that are in the best 
long-term interests of a gifted child.  This difficulty occurs because the 
information on the advantages and disadvantages is a confusing mixture of 
fact and fiction about equity and excellence in education.  Additionally, 
school and associated personnel may sometimes be unaware of their legal 
obligations in relation to information about or applications for early entry.  
Thus, there can be a discrepancy between the legal and common practices 
within a school system.   
The purpose of this paper is to highlight the rhetoric, research and reality of 
early entry as a gifted education strategy.  First, the key issues concerning 
early entry are outlined and the research evidence in relation to early entry is 
analysed.  Second, an overview of the policies on early entry in Australia 
and elsewhere is presented. Third, a parent responds to the issues raised by 
describing her experiences in gaining early entry for her child, and the 
educational and social consequences of early entry. While research may 
provide the rationale for seeking early entry, this discussion provides an 
insight into the reality that parents confront when policy meets practice. 
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Introduction 
Early entry to formal schooling at younger than the legislated age is advocated as a strategy to 
meet the needs of young gifted children (e.g., Proctor, Black & Feldhusen, 1986).  
Intellectually gifted children are characterised by the ability to learn rapidly, an advanced 
perceptual acuity, advanced reasoning ability, maturity in comparison with their age peers, 
and by the heightened awareness of their surroundings and feelings. Early entry for gifted and 
talented children is commonly justified by the argument that these children are capable of 
higher level work and require more challenge than their non-gifted age peers (e.g., VanTassel-
Baska, 1986). Thus, formal schooling is seen as an appropriate response to meet the needs of 
young gifted children (Sisk, 1998). 
 
Early entry to school is a controversial topic and it can be difficult for teachers, administrators 
and parents to make informed decisions.  This paper presents the research related to early 
entry and school readiness, the policies and practices associated with early entry, and 
guidelines for early entry.  Using this literature as a background we present the story of a 
Queensland parent and discuss her experiences in the light of the research, rhetoric and reality 
associated with early entry.  Despite the important role of parents in the application process 
for early entry, no parental perspectives of early entry are apparent in the literature.  
Research on Early Entry  
Educators working with gifted children argue that early entry is a process by which a child’s 
natural capability is matched with an appropriately challenging environment rather than a 
process of pressurising children to perform (Southern, Jones, & Stanley, 1993, VanTassel-
Baska, 1992).  The underlying assumption of early entry is that ideally, children should 
engage in learning experiences appropriate for their intellectual and social needs.  The value 
of tasks in learning depends on the correspondence between the capabilities of the child and 
the level of challenge of a task (Feldhusen, Proctor, & Black, 1986): 
 
When a new learning task is selected at just the right level of student readiness, the skill 
or concept is learned well and will be more effectively remembered and generalized to 
other relevant problem situations.  When a new task to be learned is too difficult, students 
are frustrated; when it is too easy, they are bored and lose interest in learning. (p. 26)   
 
Early entry to school for gifted children is regarded as an acceleration strategy and hence 
much of the research concerning acceleration is argued to be of significance for informing 
early entry practices (Feldhusen, Van Winkle, & Ehle, 1996).  From this perspective there is 
extensive research supporting acceleration as a strategy to meet the needs of gifted children 
(Benbow, 1998; Feldhusen, 1992; Sayler & Brookshire, 1993; Southern & Jones, 1991).  
However, there is also a long history of research explicitly addressing early entry.  Advocates 
of early entry for gifted children argue that it has intellectual, socio-emotional, and 
motivational benefits.   
 
The central intellectual advantage of early entry to school is that gifted children have the 
opportunity to work with intellectual peers in a challenging learning environment (Daurio, 
1979; Klausmeier, 1963; Rogers, 1991; VanTassel-Baska, 1986).  Early entry is supported by 
nearly five decades of entrance age studies (Birch, 1954; de Cos, 1997; Hobson, 1963/1979; 
Proctor et al., 1986, 1988).  As far back as 1962, the available research evidence led 
Reynolds, Birch and Tuseth (1962) to conclude unequivocally, “early admission to school of 
mentally advanced children who are within a year of the ordinary school entrance age and 
who are generally mature is to their advantage.” Hedges (1978) reached similar conclusions 
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from a review of six decades of research.  But how much “better” is difficult to ascertain.  
While Halliwell (1966) argued that the effect of early entry may be small and questioned 
whether the gains were worthwhile, he acknowledged that gifted children admitted to school 
early do as well or better than average age pupils who are admitted at the normal time.  
However, early entry is not the only variable to impact on long term achievement.  For 
example, the length and quality of children’s preschool education experiences are significant 
variables (e.g., Boocock, 1995).  The short- and long-term intellectual advantages of early 
entry to school are summarised in Table 1.  
 
Table 1    
Key advantages of early entry to school for gifted children 
Advantages References 
Are able to achieve at average or above 
average levels in academic tasks  
Proctor et al. (1986); Eales & de Paoli, 
(1991); McCluskey, Massey & Baker, 
(1997) 
Are able to perform well or are 
advantaged at high school  
Daurio, (1979); Hobson, 
1963, 1979; Robinson & 
Weimer (1990) 
Outperform later entry students with a 
common birth date and mental age   
Hobson, 1963, 1979; Daurio, (1979) 
DeVault, Ellis, Vodicka, 
& Otto (1957) 
Have been more successful beyond 
compulsory schooling 
Gross (1993), Terman & 
Oden, (1959).  
Opportunities of working and learning 
with intellectual peers in a challenging 
environment 
Kulik & Kulik (1997), 
Feldhusen (1992) 
No empirical evidence of any long term 
intellectual deficit 
Proctor et al. (1986) 
 
While there is little explicit empirical research that details the social and emotional 
advantages of early entry for gifted children, early entry processes that have the potential to 
expose gifted children to peers of greater maturity than their age peers should be 
advantageous (Meininger, 1998).  Gifted children have at least average or advanced levels of 
maturity and socio-emotional adjustment (Janos & Robinson, 1985).  The implication of 
gifted children’s heightened awareness is that they are perceptive of social relationships, may 
be altruistic, are socially concerned, and tend to be more aware of their role in the universe 
than average children (Levine & Kitano, 1998).  While these characteristics may enhance 
gifted children’s interaction with intellectual peers, they may also detract from their capability 
to interact with age peers.  For example, Whan (1993) described the case of Tanya, a New 
South Wales early entrant, whose behaviour was described as “aggressive” towards her Year 
1 classmates but cooperative towards Year 4 students.  It was suggested that Tanya’s 
behaviour could be “a sign of frustration and dissatisfaction with the amount of interaction 
with mental age peers” (Whan, 1993, p. 97).  As gifted children’s behaviours are distinctly 
different from their age peers (Davis & Rimm, 1998; Piechowski, 1997; Silverman, 1997), it 
may be unreasonable to expect gifted children to interact effectively with children with whom 
they have little in common.  Gifted children can experience socio-emotional problems that 
include difficulty with social relationships, isolation from peers, pressures to conform, 
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resistance towards authority, refusal to complete routine and repetitious work, and frustration 
with every day life (Davis & Rimm, 1998). Counsellors attribute some of these difficulties to 
an environment lacking challenge.  Hence, early entry practices that place children with others 
whose abilities and interests are similar can be beneficial both socially and academically 
(Kulik & Kulik, 1997).  However, some gifted children may require specialist intervention 
strategies to address issues of social integration (Betts, 1985). Frustration and boredom can 
lead to antisocial behaviours and depression especially during adolescence (Jackson, 1998).  
 
Motivation and disposition towards learning may also be enhanced through early entry.  
Feldhusen’s (1996) synthesis of the research on motivation and learning supports the 
argument that placing students with intellectual peers enhances their academic, intellectual 
and artistically orientated motivations.  Success on challenging tasks develops self-efficacy 
and self-esteem (Bandura, 1986). A lack of self-esteem is often linked to underachievement in 
gifted children (Gross, 1993).   
 
While there is evidence of the advantages of early entry for gifted children there appears to be 
no research that demonstrates early entry disadvantages gifted children, particularly in the 
long term.  Some research has suggested short term concerns.  For example, teachers have 
been shown to rate early entrants less well in their early years of school than in their middle 
primary years (McCluskey, Massey, & Baker, 1997).  These authors argued that a possible 
explanation is that the strongly held view of early childhood teachers concerning the 
inappropriateness of early entry clouds objectivity. While the perception exists among 
teachers that early entry does have negative effects on social and emotional maturity, the 
literature making this claim has been criticised as lacking in a research base (Southern, Jones, 
& Fiscus, 1988).  Nevertheless, this viewpoint appears to be influential in framing teachers’ 
perceptions.  However, researchers argue that failure to provide early entry may adversely 
affect the learning and social development of gifted children (Burroughs, 1979; Gross, 1993) 
and may result in underachievement (Davis & Rimm, 1998; Rimm, 1997).  After monitoring 
20 years of early entry practices in a single school district in Manitoba, McCluskey et al. 
(1997) concluded that:  
 
Much of the negative reaction to early entrance and acceleration has been based upon 
misinformation and myth.  There will always be children, early entrants and regular 
students, who don’t perform well in school.  There are too many variables in life to 
guarantee success.  However, the literature consistently shows that the majority of 
talented children who enter kindergarten early do well academically, emotionally, and 
socially. (p. 28) 
The consensus emerging from decades of research is supportive of early entry.  There is little 
research that substantiates any disadvantage for carefully selected gifted children.  However, 
there remain dissenting voices.  Quality interactions between teachers and individual children 
provide insights into children’s learning characteristics, special strengths and needs and 
provide assessment so that meaningful and relevant experiences can be planned and 
implemented (Bodrova & Leong, 1996).  Gifted children, irrespective of early entry or 
acceleration, require specialist understanding and appropriate teaching strategies (Baldwin, 
1993; Diezmann & Watters, 1997; Hany, 1998; Watters & Diezmann, 1998).  A gifted early 
entrant would be disadvantaged if the teaching failed to acknowledge his or her special 
learning requirements.   
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School Readiness  
School readiness is a common issue in discussions of early entry among teachers, 
administrators and parents.  However, there is no consensus about what school readiness 
means and there are at least three perspectives of school readiness.  Thus, while discussions of 
school readiness may often focus on topics such as age, learning, or development, there can 
be substantive differences in perceptions of how these topics relate to readiness.    
 
The first perspective is “readiness for school” (Kagan, 1992).  This concept requires that 
children demonstrate a particular level of “readiness” in physical, social or intellectual 
development (e.g., identifying colours) in order to cope with the demands of school.  The 
assumption underpinning this viewpoint is that development is largely a maturational process 
(Piaget & Inhelder, 1969).  While this concept of readiness is supported by those who argue 
for the use of readiness tests as the criteria for entry to school (e.g., Shephard, 1990), others 
argue against this concept of readiness on developmental, sociological or practical grounds 
(Brenner, 1991; de Lemos, 1990; Entwisle, 1995; Kagan, 1990, 1992; Wood, 1988).  
Advocates of a “readiness for school” perspective would focus on the performance of a 
potential early entrant relative to set criteria rather than individualised assessment of need and 
capability.    
 
A second perspective is “readiness to learn” (Kagan, 1992).  Readiness to learn generally refers 
to the age at which the average group of individuals is ready to learn particular material 
(Kagan, 1992).  While those holding this viewpoint support the use of chronological age as 
the entry criteria for school, a review of entrance age studies was equivocal about the most 
appropriate age for school entry (de Cos, 1997).  Despite the lack of conclusions from 
research on the optimal entry age, there is an increasing trend by some parents to delay 
children’s attendance at school so that their children may be among the older children in a 
cohort (Robinson & Weimer, 1990).  The practice of delaying entry can disadvantage 
potential early entrants as teachers claim that broadening the age range between the oldest and 
youngest children in a cohort is variously problematic.  The generally smaller stature, lesser 
physical strength and less developed motor skills of an early entrant will be far more 
noticeable in a class also populated with delayed entry children.  
 
A third perspective of readiness  individual readiness  can be inferred from the work of 
Vygotsky (1933/1978), who acknowledges the socio-cultural role influence in learning.  
Whilst “readiness for school” and “readiness to learn” suggest that development precedes 
learning, the concept of individual readiness suggests the reverse, that is that learning 
precedes development.  Vygotsky argues that there is a Zone of Proximal Development 
(ZPD), which is bounded by what children can do independently and what they can do with 
more expert guidance, often referred to as scaffolding (Wood, Bruner, & Ross, 1976).  Thus, 
learning how to perform a particular task results in an increase in the child’s level of 
development.  This concept of readiness provides strong support for the early entry of gifted 
children based on the argument that a child’s development may be adversely affected without 
an appropriately challenging learning environment.  
 
Differing perspectives of readiness can result in a resurgence of the age-old debate as to 
whether it is the responsibility of the child to be ready for school or the school to be ready for 
the child.  However both these arguments are an aside to considering how to best meet the 
needs of a young gifted child because such a child is an “ever-ready” learner.  In the 
following section, we discuss how various aspects of readiness are evident in policies and 
practices related to early entry.  
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Early Entry Polices and Practices  
 
Worldwide early entry policies and practices involve three distinct populations of children.  
These are (1) gifted and talented students (e.g., Passow & Rudnitski, 1999), (2) students who 
may be at an educational disadvantage if school entry is delayed (e.g., Queensland 
Department of Education, 1998), and (3) students who may enter early as a result of a local 
condition, such as falling enrolments in a particular school (e.g., Daniels, Redfern, & 
Shorrocks-Taylor, 1995).  A brief overview of early entry in some English speaking countries 
is presented, to provide an international context for the subsequent discussion of early entry 
policies and practices throughout Australia.  
Early Entry in the United States, United Kingdom and New Zealand 
In the United States all 50 states have policies that support the education of gifted children 
(Passow & Rudnitski, 1999).  However, only some US states currently have provision for 
early entry of gifted children (e.g., Johnson, Werstler, Allwardt, DeLacy, Reid, & Weinmenn, 
1996; Maryland State Department of Education, 1994).  For example, the Maryland State 
Department of Education (1994) advocates early entry to kindergarten or first grade for gifted 
children.  They argue strongly for “freeing learning from age-level expectations” and state 
that “[Gifted and talented] students should be permitted to begin instruction earlier and 
advance at a faster pace” (Maryland State Department of Education, 1994, p. 13). 
 
Despite the seventy-year history of early entry to school in the US (Proctor et al., 1986), 
earlier this decade, many US states and school districts “officially opted out of offering early 
entry” (Robinson & Weimer, 1990, p. 2).  Their reasons for disallowing early entry did not 
relate to gifted children per se but to three divergent pressures on school systems that 
contributed to the widening range of ages and abilities in classrooms (Robinson & Weimer, p. 
2).  These were: 
 
• parents delaying entry with the intent of raising high achievers 
• poverty and an inability of some families to afford childcare (and) 
• survival of premature babies whose birthdates make them eligible for school.  
 
Robinson and Weimer (1990) argued that the rationale for disallowing entry was based on the 
viewpoint that due to the diversity of a cohort “very bright children who enter school eagerly, 
already advanced in skills and knowledge, may be least well served there” (p. 2).  However, 
not allowing some gifted children to enter school early may in fact exacerbate this situation.  
As gifted children are rapid learners, a one-year chronological delay in entry is likely to result 
in a greater intellectual discrepancy between them and their classmates.   
 
In contrast to the US, in the United Kingdom there is a continuing trend of early school entry 
(Daniels et al., 1995).  However this relatively common UK practice relates to the supply and 
demand for pre-school and school places (Daniels et al., 1995).  Thus, early entry in the UK is 
primarily a childcare or administrative solution rather than an acceleration strategy for gifted 
children.    
 
There is no provision for children to be officially enrolled before the legislated age in New 
Zealand (Moltzen, 1999 personal communication).  However some schools do allow children 
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to attend school without officially enrolling them.  Unofficial enrolments are problematic and 
have legal implications, for example, liability in the event of an accident. 
Early Entry Policies and Practices in Australia 
Age of entry to school in Australia varies according to the relevant state or territory 
educational authority but ranges from the youngest children in a cohort entering school at 5.1 
years in Queensland to 6.1 years in Tasmania.  Early entry policies exist in six of the eight 
Australian states and territories.  Those who may be eligible for early entry comprise gifted 
children and those children who may be able to demonstrate a situation of disadvantage by 
standard age admission (see Table 2).  The following discussion is restricted to issues 
specifically related to gifted and talented children.   
 
Table 2 
An overview of the provision for early entry within Australia 
Provision for Early Entry States and Territories 
Gifted and talented children  New South Wales, South Australia, 
Tasmania, Australian Capital Territory  
Students who may be disadvantaged by 
not commencing school early 
Queensland 
Exceptional circumstances  Tasmania, Victoria (circumstances 
undefined),  
No policy Western Australia, Northern Territory 
 
Amongst education authorities with early entry policies, there is substantial difference in the 
eligibility requirements for early entry for gifted children.  For example, the eligible students 
in South Australia are “gifted preschoolers” (Department for Education and Children’s 
Services, South Australia, 1996), whereas in Queensland, the eligible students are those who 
“would be disadvantaged educationally by not being enrolled in a State primary school” 
(Queensland Department of Education, 1998, p. 2).  In Queensland, it is recognised that 
educational disadvantage may result from failure of the community to understand, 
acknowledge or provide appropriate schooling for gifted students (Queensland Department of 
Education, 1999).  Disadvantage may result from (1) bias against high ability and 
achievement; (2) the value of particular gifts (e.g., kinaesthetic ability), (3) failure to identify 
students’ exceptional potential, and (4) unchallenging educational experiences.  
 
In addition to state and territory differences in eligibility for early entry, there are substantive 
differences in the underlying conceptions of “giftedness” and “gifted and talented” referred to 
within these policies, reflecting the worldwide variation and ambiguity in the use of these 
terms.  Differences in Australian educational authorities’ conceptions of giftedness reflect 
philosophical differences that add to the complexity of the issue of early entry.  For example, 
the Queensland policy statement refers to “general or specific abilities” of gifted students 
(Queensland Department of Education, 1999), whereas the New South Wales statement refers 
to gifted students’ “potential to exhibit superior performance in one area of endeavour” (NSW 
Department of School Education, 1991).  Thus, it is plausible that a child who is deemed 
“gifted” under one state policy may not be similarly classified under a different state’s policy.  
 
In the past decade, there has been an increase in the number of applications and early entrants 
in some states within Australia  (Rankin & Vialle, 1996; Whan, 1993).  The lack of 
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information about early entry practices in Australia is problematic for parents, teachers and 
administrators trying to meet the needs of gifted children.  Notwithstanding the paucity of the 
Australian literature base and the variation in provision for early entry for gifted children 
throughout Australia, four central issues in practices related to early entry are evident.   
 
First, only a limited percentage of early entry applications result in early entry to school.  
Reasons for early entry not proceeding include the children not meeting the criteria, parents 
not proceeding with enrolment, and no space in a class (Whan, 1993).  
 
Second, there is limited information available about what is likely to result in a successful 
application.  In Queensland, for example, the types of disadvantages that resulted in the 
admission of twenty-one early entrants during a trial program in 1995 from a total of seventy 
applications are unclear.  The lack of data on Queensland early entrants subsequent to this 
trial continues because early entry applications are processed at the district level. 
 
Third, the long-term effects of early entry practices in Australia are difficult to determine.  In 
some states, such as Queensland, there is no system-based follow-up of the progress of early 
entrants. Through personal contact with gifted children and their parents, the authors know of 
at least four children who were early entrants in Queensland.  Each of these children is 
reportedly progressing well at school.   
 
Finally, it is inappropriate to determine the effectiveness of an early entry policy from the 
number of early entrants.  For example, despite the increase in the number of New South 
Wales’s early entrants, the policy is having a minimal effect on the education of gifted 
students (Rankin & Vialle, 1996).  Teachers’ lack of knowledge in catering for gifted children 
is not confined to early entrants (Baldwin, 1993).   
 
Prior to presenting an Australian parent’s perspective on early entry, the research-based 
guidelines for early entry are outlined.   
 
Guidelines for Early Entry 
Early entry is a complex topic.  Guidelines have been produced to support those involved in 
the various stakeholders in determining the suitability of an early entry application and to 
enhance the chance of successful early entry experiences (e.g., Feldhusen et al., 1986).  These 
guidelines relate to potential early entrants, their evaluation, their families, decision-making 
processes, schools, and counselling (see Table 3).  
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Table 3  
Summary of early entry guidelines 
Child 
Age  • Within six months of the legal entry age (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
Intellectual 
performance 
• Demonstrate readiness skills for the grade to be entered (Feldhusen et al., 1986).  
• Intellectually two standard deviations above the class mean (Feldhusen et al., 
1986). 
Learning orientation • Demonstrate a desire to learn (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
Socio-emotional health • Free of social and emotional problems (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
Physical health • Good health (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
Evaluation 
Development • Comprehensive evaluation of intellectual and socio-emotional development 
psychologist (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
• Relaxing early entry criteria related to physical skills and motor skills (Johnson 
et al., 1996). 
Readiness • Comprehensive evaluation of academic readiness should be conducted by a 
psychologist (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
District testing • Retaining district testing of early entry applicants (Johnson et al., 1996). 
Families 
Input • Parents should have input into judgements about social and emotional concerns 
of the child (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
• Allowing families’ wishes to strongly influence the decision for early entry if the 
child meets the criteria (Johnson et al., 1996). 
Low income families • Waiving screening fees for economically disadvantaged families (Johnson et al., 
1996). 
Pressure • The child should not be unduly pressured by parents to enter school (Feldhusen 
et al., 1986). 
• Sensitivity to family stresses (Robinson & Weimer, 1990). 
• Recognise family priorities and tolerance for imperfection (Robinson & Weimer, 
1990) 
Information • Communication about available programs to parents of gifted children (Johnson 
et al., 1996). 
Resources • Family involvement, support and resources (Robinson & Weimer, 1990). 
Decision-making 
Facts-based  • Decisions about early entry should be based on fact rather than myth (Feldhusen 
et al., 1986). 
• Information about current and later alternatives (Robinson & Weimer, 1990). 
Family input • Allowing families’ wishes to strongly influence the decision for early entry if the 
child meets the criteria (Johnson et al., 1996). 
School 
Systemic issues • Legal and common practices of the school system (Robinson & Weimer, 1990). 
• Openness and flexibility of the school system (Robinson & Weimer, 1990). 
Receiving teacher • The receiving teacher should have a positive attitude (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
Trial of early entry • Trial of early entry of about 6 weeks (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
Expectations • Expectations of early entry students should be realistic (Feldhusen et al., 1986). 
• Lack of perfection does not mean the plan has failed (Robinson & Weimer, 
1990). 
Counselling 
Early  • Screening and counselling prior to initiating testing (Johnson et al., 1996). 
Child  • Counselling children who are accepted for early entry (Johnson et al., 1996). 
• There is no perfect world for the child who is different (Robinson & Weimer, 
1990). 
Family  • Counselling families about early entry (Johnson et al., 1996). 
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A Parent’s Perspective 
Early entry affects many people including parents, children, siblings, teachers, support 
personnel and administrators.  However, a largely untold story is that of the parent of an early 
entrant.  In the following section, one of the authors (KF) reports on her experience as the 
parent of a successful Queensland early entrant.  
 
I have often been asked why we early entered our daughter into Year One.  People are 
puzzled and cannot quite understand why parents would “do this” to a child.  Puzzlement is 
not normally the response given to parents who keep their child at home for an extra year or 
repeat them at kindergarten or preschool.  Parents have to be brave, resilient and extremely 
well informed to early enter or grade skip a child.  It is not enough to know your child will be 
happier, because the myths surrounding the issue of acceleration are entrenched, emotional 
and rooted in misunderstood concepts about elitism and selectivity. 
 
In Queensland, parents with children entering the state education system can make an 
application to their District’s Director to enrol a child in Year One a year earlier than the 
normal entry age.  The application must prove the child will be educationally disadvantaged 
if not enrolled in a state primary school.  Reports from psychologists, educational 
consultants, child-care workers, kindy teachers and others who have had experience with the 
child should be included.  Parents can write their own report outlining why their child will be 
educationally disadvantaged if not early entered.  
 
“(In Queensland), identification for early entry relates to intellectual functioning, 
academic readiness, and social and emotional maturity.  The child’s profile can be 
developed from: 
• anecdotal records of  family observations 
• anecdotal records of observations at preschool, kindergarten or in childcare 
• discussions with key people who have an insight into the child’s development 
• checklists - results to be compared with chronological-age peers 
• Standardised assessment of cognitive development, i.e. Wechsler Preschool and 
Primary Scale of Intelligence (WPPSI) (1989) or Stanford-Binet 4th ed. (1985).” 
(Queensland Department of Education, 1998). 
 
We sent an application to our District Director just after our daughter turned four in July 
1998.  At four we had our daughter assessed with the Structure of Intellect (SOI) Screening 
test and the WPPSI-R.  The SOI Screening test is normally given to children, who have 
already entered Year One, thus it effectively meant our daughter was off-level tested  (Tested 
on material designed for older children).  Both assessments indicated our daughter was 
intellectually advanced for her age, and intervention in the form of early entry or grade 
skipping was necessary.  We wrote our own thorough report which included a developmental 
diary, examples of her work, a check list, a speech pathology report, plus copies of a few 
relevant articles on early entry.  Copies of both intellectual assessments were included in the 
dossier. 
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• Demonstrating a disadvantage assumes parents are appropriately informed and may 
require comprehensive documentation both from the parents and from other 
professionals.  
One of the most difficult issues for us was to prove disadvantage rather than how our 
daughter would be advantaged by early entry.  Proving a negativity is an unenjoyable task, 
because implicit in arguments of disadvantage are criticisms of the peer group, curriculum, 
teacher understanding and so on.  It would have been a more positive experience if our report 
could have been written from the viewpoint of educational advantage.  For example our 
report says,“ We believe our daughter will be socially, emotionally and intellectually 
disadvantaged by going to Preschool.” This should have been, our daughter will be socially, 
emotionally and intellectually advantaged by going into Year One.  It’s axiomatic that by 
stating this we believe Preschool would be a disadvantage.  
 
• One way to address the issue of disadvantage is to demonstrate that a child will be 
more appropriately challenged and has more in common with an older age group 
rather than age peers.  
The background to our story is that our eldest daughter was grade skipped from Preschool to 
Year Two in 1997.  Early entry was not allowed in Queensland at that time.  Our eldest 
daughter had been displaying worrying behaviours. These compelled us to investigate the 
reasons.  An assessment with the SOI test in January 1996 indicted our daughter needed 
intervention in the form of grade skipping.  This advice came as a surprise, because whilst we 
were aware of our daughter’s abilities we had not considered such a radical step.  This is 
despite a history of acceleration in our family.  Both grandmothers had skipped a grade in 
primary school.  One had also entered school at the age of four.  1996 was spent researching 
gifted children and education.  Our conclusion was that our eldest daughter would benefit 
socially, emotionally and intellectually by being accelerated. Our daughter has subsequently 
done the WISC-111 test.  Her results corroborated those from the SOI.  Our eldest daughter 
entered school in 1997 in Year Two at the age of 5 years 4 months.  It has been an extremely 
successful strategy.  She is currently in year five and thriving.  Within the first week of school 
many of the worrying behaviours our daughter had displayed disappeared, and others were 
easier to work through.  She was much happier in a more comfortable peer group fit.  I 
remember saying to a friend that its not until you see a child really happy that you realise 
how unhappy they’ve previously been.  The grade skip has been wonderful.  However, it was 
very conspicuous especially in a small country town where it had never happened before.  
Unlike early entry, grade skipping is a school-based decision.  We are eternally grateful to 
the principal who allowed the grade skip. It was a very difficult process for him as he was 
breaking new ground in an environment where everyone had an opinion!  
 
• The parent’s sense of success in obtaining acceleration to meet the needs of her eldest 
daughter gave her the confidence to advocate for her younger daughter. 
• Knowledge of her eldest daughter’s needs and achievement led the parent to seek 
early intervention for her younger daughter. 
• The child adapted her emotional behaviours to suit the social environment 
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We decided that early entry for our middle daughter was a less conspicuous option than 
grade skipping.  At kindy she displayed worrying behaviours, which affected her relationships 
and performance. She refused to do any indoor activities and would generally not participate 
unless she was the dictator with her small band of two or three trusty but dependent male 
followers.  She was aggressive, angry and constantly covered in excema.  She was unhappy 
and was deliberately holding herself back.   
 
• The parent’s indepth knowledge of her child suggested that the child’s behaviour and 
performance at kindy was a concern.  Parents become sensitised to their children’s 
behaviours and are credible sources of information. 
• Open communication between parents and teachers is important to identify 
discrepancies between behaviours and performance at home and in early education 
settings.      
We lodged our early entry application in September 1998.  Unfortunately it took longer to 
process than anticipated. This caused us some agitation as we had hoped our daughter could 
attend preschool for the last term. We wanted her to have an opportunity to become 
acquainted with her new peers before entry into Year One.  Ultimately our application was 
attended to.  The district office sent a guidance officer and an early childhood facilitator to 
our town to meet and observe our daughter, discuss the issue with the kindy teacher, principal 
of the state primary school, preschool teachers plus us, her parents.  They did not need to 
undertake any assessments as we had provided enough documentation.  It is imperative that 
parents ensure the assessments conducted on their children are done by people with 
knowledge of gifted children. 
 
• Bureaucratic processes can be time consuming.   
• Administrators may delay responses to thwart systemic policy. 
A few weeks of fourth term were left by the time our application was processed.  Our daughter 
attended preschool for this time.  The preschool teacher was prepared for an uncooperative 
little girl, but our daughter was the opposite.  Overnight she became a child who wanted to 
participate, even completing indoor tasks.  She didn’t even want to return to kindy for the 
Christmas party. The peer group fit and dynamics were much more appropriate.  She was a 
much happier child. 
 
• Some people may have preconceived ideas about a child’s behaviour or performance.    
• Organising the child to attend preschool provided a “normal” transition to school 
with some preschool classmates.   
Our daughter started Year One in 1999 at the age of 4 years 6 months.  When her new 
teacher read the kindy teacher’s report which clearly listed our daughter’s worrying 
aggressive behaviours she could not believe she was reading about the same child who sat in 
her class.  The kindergarten teacher interpreted these behaviours as symptoms of an 
inappropriate situation and was very supportive of early entry for our daughter. Within a few 
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weeks of starting Year One our daughter’s eczema disappeared.  She was obviously so much 
less stressed. She was the happiest we had seen her in an institutionalised environment. 
 
• In a more appropriate environment, there was a positive change in the child’s 
behaviour. 
Our daughter was initially highly motivated, but this waned as the year went on.  She is a 
child, like our eldest daughter, who thrives on positive feedback.  If she doesn’t get it she 
interprets the absence of feedback as negative.  Like many gifted children she makes 
connections and interpretations which only life experience can temper. I have found this to be 
one of the most difficult aspects of my children’s personality to explain to other people.  
Unfortunately some of her behaviours during Year One were misinterpreted as immaturity.  
The main behaviour was her need to seek out her teacher’s attention on many occasions 
during a school day.  Our own interpretation was that if she was not getting the positive 
feedback she required she would seek attention in any form.  Our daughter’s Year Two 
teacher is giving positive feedback and she informs us that this type of attention seeking 
behaviour does not occur. 
 
• The heightened sensitivity of gifted children makes them vulnerable.    
• Seeking out the teacher’s attention may reflect an adult orientation that is 
characteristic of many gifted children.    
Our daughter’s performance progress in Year One was actually quite meteoric considering 
her unwillingness to perform any tasks such as writing, drawing etc at kindy.  Her 
performance skills became average for Year One in a very short time.  The boost in our 
daughter’s self esteem was incredible.  Her reading and her desire to read improved greatly 
because she was now in an environment where reading was expected.  Both daughters had 
deliberately hidden their ability to read because they determined it was not an expectation of 
kindy, preschool or their peers.  Hiding an ability and deliberately holding back its 
development are serious concerns.  Vygotsky talks about the Zone of Proximal Development.  
If it is missed and learning does not occur at the proximal time the ability can be 
compromised.  I feel that both daughters’ reading was temporarily compromised as their 
developmental readiness was not met and was exacerbated by the inappropriateness of lock 
step age expectations. 
 
• Despite the philosophy of a child-centred curriculum in the early years some 
curriculum tasks may be insufficiently challenging for young gifted children.   
Unfortunately so much of the Year One curriculum is performance based and we felt there 
was little opportunity for our daughter to display her extremely advanced cognitive skills.  
Her results in the verbal section of the WPPSI-R indicated an ability that places her in the top 
0.1%.  With both daughters I have had to allay fears from teachers about inconsistent 
performance. I learnt very early on to describe my daughters as thinkers rather than 
performers.  However, if they get the cognitive stimulation they need their performance skills 
actually improve.  This has certainly happened with both daughters this year.  
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• Gifted children’s performance can be affected by many factors including the interest 
and challenge of the task, peers, and teacher’s expectations.   
Year Two is proving to be a wonderful experience for our (early entered) daughter.  We have 
moved to Brisbane.  Thus, the children are attending a new state school.  This school is in a 
demographic area where there are high parental expectations from education.  The general 
ability of the student population is much more homogenous than in a country school.  The 
school has a definite academic focus.  Country schools have to deal with a much more diverse 
population in terms of parental expectations and student ability than many suburban schools.  
It is a difficult task, and our previous school did an admirable job. 
 
• For various reasons, some schools are able to cater better for gifted children than 
others.    
Our daughter is getting huge amounts of positive feedback from her Year Two teacher.  I have 
found this teacher to be very open and responsive to me as a parent.  It is a situation where 
we are working as a team.  I can see my daughter’s light has been switched on.  She is very 
happy and very proud of herself.  Socially she fits in very well.  Despite being the only new 
child in her class this year her teacher says its like she has known the other children as long 
as they have known each other.  Emotionally she is very happy.  Apparently there are some 
instances where the fact that she is a year younger than her class mates is obvious, but 
generally she is a confident class member.  I recently told the after-school-care supervisor 
that our daughter had been early entered, and thus is Year One age.  He was surprised at her 
youth and commented on how mature she is.  The issue of immaturity is a complex one.  
Sensitivity can manifest itself in behaviours, which can be misinterpreted as signs of 
immaturity.  Often the sensitivity is due to a gifted child’s ability to perceive layers of 
meaning and make connections.  The stimulus for certain behaviours is actually indicative of 
complex and mature thought processes.  I always try to understand the motivation for 
behaviours before labelling them as signs of immaturity.  
 
• Parents know their children better than anyone else and so have a better experience 
base from which to interpret their child’s behaviours.   
If we had not early entered our daughter I fear she would have remained angry, aggressive 
and the eczema would have continued.  Another year in a situation, which was out of kilter 
with her ability and developmental profile, would have been emotionally undermining.  
Socially she may have become even more alienated from her peers due to her aggressiveness.  
Intellectually she would have been bored.  She would have become a serious underachiever 
with all the resultant ramifications for her self-esteem and confidence. Her natural leadership 
qualities are developing in a much more positive fashion. Since the acceleration she has 
become more willing to negotiate and less dictatorial.  Our daughter is happy.  As a parent 
this is all I want...a happy child.  The reward for our family is that the happiness feeds into 
our home life.  Whereas before the acceleration we also dealt with the consequences at home. 
The vigilance [which will continue] and the courage to seek early entry have paid off.  Who 
knows, it may have even saved her life.  It was definitely an advantage for our daughter to be 
enrolled in a state primary school a year younger than prescribed. 
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• Parents' motivation to seek early entry for their child can be misconstrued. One of the 
labels often applied is "pushy parent". 
• Anticipating the future is a valuable strategy for parents to use when deciding 
whether the status quo is satisfactory for their child. 
 
Conclusions 
Early entry in Australia is a curious mix of rhetoric, research and reality.  Kathryn’s story 
shows how she traversed the early entry process, overcoming rhetoric, using research to 
become convinced of her case, and finally dealing with reality to meet the needs of her gifted 
daughter.    
 
The rhetoric associated with early entry concerns the school-system interface, teachers’ 
perceptions of early entry, and the parental viewpoint that a late start is advantageous for a 
child.  Within many educational systems there is provision for early entry and a specific 
statement about meeting the needs of gifted children.  However, school staff may be unaware 
of system-wide policies and similarly uninformed about the characteristics and needs of 
young gifted children.  This lack of information may result in a parent’s request for possible 
early entry for his or her child being rejected on the first approach to a school.  Thus, there 
may be a need for parents to seek information and guidance about early entry beyond the 
school level at a systemic level and from professionals who work with gifted children.  Fully 
informed, it is easier for parents to re-approach the school for further discussion.  However, 
some sensitivity may be required in dealing with the school staff who may genuinely be 
unfamiliar with the relevant policies and therefore unaware of the rights of the child and the 
responsibilities of the school.  Underlying Kathryn’s success in obtaining early entry for her 
daughter was a strategic combination of knowledge, sensitivity, tact and persistence.    
 
The existing research is overwhelmingly in favour of early entry for carefully selected gifted 
children.  However the advantages of early entry will only be realised in a quality learning 
environment.  There is an entrenched set of inaccurate and unsubstantiated beliefs about 
cognitive development and the purpose of schooling that influences decision making in this 
area.  Catering for individual children is sometimes given lip service in favour of expediency 
and managerial harmony.  School administrators, teachers, parents and the society at large 
need to recognise that the association between intellectual development and age is complex 
and influenced by many variables.  Some children, through innately determined 
characteristics need intellectual challenge to support their unique cognitive development at 
earlier ages than others.  Educational systems and educators need to be flexible, acknowledge 
the existing research, and respond to individual children.  Facilitating early entry for 
appropriately assessed children demonstrates a school committed to inclusive educational 
practices. 
 
Parents need to monitor children’s behaviour and performance to ensure that the learning 
environment is meeting their needs.  While most teachers do their best to cater for all children 
in their care, many teachers have received no specialised training in the identifying and 
catering for gifted children. Kathryn's successful early entry application for her daughter was 
a result of her thorough knowledge of the topic.  Her ability to advocate for her daughter 
required confidence in dealing with and an understanding of the issues. 
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Early entry is one strategy for catering for the needs of gifted children.  In reality applications 
for early entry are time consuming and may not be successful.  Furthermore, obtaining early 
entry is not the end of a process of a catering for a young gifted child but one step in the 
formal educational process.   
 
Parents play an important role as advocates for gifted children.  However parents of non-
gifted children may not understand the motivation of a parent who seeks early entry for his or 
her gifted child.  Kathryn’s experience provides an example of what happens when policy 
meets practice.  Based on her experience she offers sound advice to other parents.  
 
1. Parents must have thorough documentation of assessments etc. If possible have your 
child/children assessed by professionals who have expertise with gifted children rather 
than education department personnel [unless they have proven knowledge of gifted 
children and their needs].  
2. Parents must be prepared to become very well versed in the research on gifted children.  
You have to be able to rebut the myths, which will be put forward as gospel, in a way 
which is irrefutable and convincing. 
3. The receiving teacher must be sensitive and welcoming to the situation. 
4. Do not accept someone else’s interpretation of your child’s behaviour without 
thoroughly examining the motivation for the behaviour.  For example sensitivity is often 
confused with immaturity.  
5. If parents and teachers can work together the outcome is much better for the child.  
6. Really examine suggestions of a trial of 6 weeks.  It is not long enough.  
7. Remind people that you are only want a happy child.  Sometimes others see hidden 
agendas where there are none. 
8. Please let your child’s teacher and school know when things are going well.  The 
positive feedback is very powerful. 
9. Some children can be sensitive about their young age ie: not being the same as everyone 
else. Counselling about difference is helpful.  
10. Talk to your child about what is planned.  Ask them if they want to early 
enter/accelerate. 
11. Give them an opportunity to change their minds either way, but keep them informed. 
 
Formal education is a partnership between a child, a school, and importantly parents.  
Parents: If after exploring the facts about early entry and seeking professional advice you 
genuinely feel that your child may benefit from early entry “know how to challenge the 
various nos” that you will probably encounter in the early entry process.  “No we do not have 
early entry at this school”. (Administrator).  “No child of mine will be forced to go to school 
early” (Parent).  “No I cannot have a young child in my class as this will result in a very large 
age range” (Teacher).  Administrators and teachers: Suspend the use of “no” until you “know 
the facts”  the research evidence and importantly the legal requirements  and until you 
“know the child” and his or her ability.  
 
Early entry to school in Australia is problematic as educational systems have different entry 
ages mostly based on historical practices rather than educational principles.  The evidence 
from extensive studies over many years supports early entry for suitable children. Schools and 
systems should provide (a) accurate information to parents about early entry, (b) respond in 
ways that support parents, and (c) provide educational environments that best meet the needs 
of children irrespective of age. 
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We must dream of an aristocracy of achievement arising out of a democracy of 
opportunity. Thomas Jefferson  
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